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Abstract
The presented literature review and training are intended to transform the way we
perceive & approach ambivalence in marriages and relationships. The objective is to provide
more awareness and advocacy of a more effective counseling modality for meeting the
needs/realities of modern couples who are uncertain about their marriage. Throughout this
review, it is evident that we can no longer deny, as a community and society, the profound levels
of relationship ambivalence, rising long-term marital distress, and significant physical and
mental health problems for partners and families. Couples and marriages can benefit from
discernment counseling as preliminary data found supports this approach as a promising tool for
helping mixed-agenda couples, who have struggled with finding direction and solutions from
other clinical practices. Discernment counseling meets the unique needs of both the partner
leaning into the relationship and the partner who is experiencing ambivalence. This training
program is intended for members of the community who deserve to know that there is a form of
treatment that seeks to meet them exactly where they are in their relationship ambivalence.

Keywords: ambivalence, discernment counseling, mixed-agenda, on the brink, and
marital distress.
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Introduction
It is challenging for anyone to really know what an emotional whirlwind and all the
complex feelings that come with the realization that either yourself or your partner is seriously
considering divorce. It is equally important to challenge the societal norms that accompany
divorce. Divorce is a highly charged and stigmatized topic in our society. It’s important to
transform the way we perceive and approach ambivalence in marriages and relationships.
The current models that are more widely accepted by marriage therapists and community
members are a solid method for couples who actively want to work on their marriage. As we
know from the research, not every couple fits this category. In fact, around 30 percent of the
couples coming into marriage counseling are mixed agenda couples (Doherty, 2015). Traditional
marriage counseling is struggling to deal with couples where divorce is on the table for one of
them. This is an area of frustration for a lot of marriage counselors.
The purpose of this literature review is to provide awareness and advocacy of a more
effective counseling modality for meeting the needs/realities of modern couples who are
uncertain about their marriage. The goal of discernment counseling is to ensure clarity about
whether or not positive change is possible. Specifically, discernment counseling explores
whether or not sufficient commitment and motivation exist for doing the work of couples
therapy. In most cases, couples find that there is still enough hope and commitment to try. In
some cases, consciously “uncoupling” might be the best path for both people involved. The
development of the training emerged from recognizing the data that indicates the prevalence of
couples where one partner is leaning towards divorce and the other wants to preserve the
relationship and pursue couples therapy. These mixed-agenda couples are common in clinical
practice, however, the literature on them is lacking along with awareness of treatment modalities
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best suited for them. The overall purpose of the training is to increase community awareness and
advocacy for Discernment Counseling services.

Literature Review: Realities of Modern Couples in Distress
A significant portion of Marriage and Family Therapy (MFT) training focuses on helping
couples and families improve their relationships (Seedall, Doherty & Harris, 2017). This may not
account for couples with a mixed agenda. Specifically, those couples who may not know whether
continuing to work on improving their relationship is the best outcome for themselves and their
partner. In most marital counseling, the therapist often puts extra emphasis and focus on the
experience of the partner who wants to stay in the relationship. If so, the therapist will design
interventions around this to help move the couple towards improvement in their relationship, as
the ultimate outcome and overarching goal of therapy (Seedall, Doherty & Harris, 2017). This
leads to frustration felt by both the counselors and couples in this process.
According to Doherty (2015), in couples who have already filed for divorce, as many as
40% have a mixed agenda. Furthermore, data from another study found that early on in
marriages (within the first year), 60% of couples had serious doubts and reported marital distress,
while the other 40% (although they remained married) went on to report emotional disaffection
(struggling to stay in love) setting in later in their marriage (Adams, 2007). Therefore, we can no
longer deny as a community and society the profound levels of relationship ambivalence, rising
long-term marital distress, and significant physical and mental health problems for partners and
families.
What is Discernment Counseling?
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William Doherty has made many contributions to the field of couples and family
counseling in the last 30 years. Two of his largest contributions were founding the Minnesota
Couples on the Brink Project in 2009 and the Citizen Professional Center in 2010 (Doherty &
Swartz, 2013). A turning point for the field of couples counseling came when Doherty was
approached by a family court judge to address questions about ‘divorce ambivalence’ which was
a common theme the judge was seeing from meeting with couples informally about their divorce
(Doherty & Swartz, 2013). Upon further research, Doherty and colleagues (2013) discovered
surprising levels of ambivalence among divorcing couples who were open to considering
services for their marriage. The high interest and need to address divorce ambivalence became
evident and as a result, Doherty developed an intervention for these couples that he called
“Discernment Counseling” (Doherty & Swartz, 2013).
The preliminary data presented by Doherty, Harris & Wilde (2016) concluded that
discernment counseling is a promising tool for helping mixed-agenda couples who have
struggled with finding direction and solutions from other clinical practices. The literature
indicates that mixed-agenda couples respond differently to therapeutic interventions than couples
with the same agenda, and as a result, their risk of divorce is higher (Doherty, Harris & Wilde,
2016). Unlike traditional marriage counseling, discernment counseling focuses only on
determining whether the couple could potentially solve their marital problems with further
counseling and offers the space to explore their options. (Swartz, 2013).
Goals and Addressing Mixed agendas
One person is leaning out of the marriage and nearing a final decision to divorce. The
other person is leaning in and ready to do whatever it takes to save the marriage. This poses a
challenge for the couples’ therapist. Whose agenda takes priority? According to Doherty, Harris
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and Wilde (2016), the goal of discernment counseling is to help guide couples towards feeling
greater confidence and clarity regarding the next steps and the direction their relationship will
take. This is made possible by gaining a deeper level of understanding of their relationship as
well as exploring each person’s contributions to specific relationship problems (Doherty, Harris
& Wilde, 2016). Discernment counseling is a brief form of treatment, with the duration being
shorter than that of traditional marriage counseling. Furthermore, this type of counseling takes an
alternative approach by giving the couples the option to take a series of paths.
The first path involves maintaining the ‘status quo’ of the relationship (keeping things as
they currently are). The second path is pursuing separation and/or divorce, and the third path is
making a six-month commitment to try couples therapy (Doherty & Harris, 2017). The first
pathway involves choosing to stay the course and decide later on. It should also be noted that
pathway two is a delicate balance as the counselor’s role is to be respectful of the couples'
reasons for divorce while being open to the possibility of restoring the health of their marriage.
In the discernment approach, couples attend both individual sessions by themselves and
sessions together as a couple (Doherty, Harris & Wilde, 2016). During the individual
conversations, the counselor works to support the couples in understanding their role in the
relationship's problems and potential solutions; rather than focusing on changing the other person
(Doherty, Harris & Wilde, 2016). The importance is placed on understanding oneself in a
marriage, no matter the outcome. The counselor aids the couple in understanding that they
cannot divorce themselves. Discernment counseling is unique in that it seeks to address the
specific needs of mixed-agenda couples so therapy can become a successful process for them.
The need for discernment counseling comes from a demand for alternative standard relationship
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improvement strategies with couples where only one partner wants to preserve the relationship
(Doherty, Harris & Wilde, 2016).
Divorce Demographics
The consequences of divorce are quite problematic and divorce itself is a profoundly
stressful life event. Manning, Payne, and Stykes (2017) reported that 50% of married couples file
for divorce. This does not necessarily mean that half of every marriage will end in divorce. The
50% figure is an estimate of the likelihood that couples marrying this year will end their
marriage by divorce at some point in the future (Doherty, 2015). In the U.S., this rate may
continue to rise as couples reach unexpected differences and conflict within their relationships.
Another group that has higher needs for support, are the couples who are on the brink. On the
brink refers to when a person is in the middle of a decision about divorce. While the existing
research on these types of couples is limited, they do represent a meaningful subset of roughly
30% of couples who attend therapy (Doherty, Harris & Wilde, 2016).
Divorce is still a taboo topic in our society. It is a highly emotionally charged topic that
involves choosing to weigh the alternatives and consider the impact of terminating a marriage
(Konstam et al., 2016). According to the Doherty Relationship Institute (2016), 25% of
individuals in any given year give serious thought to divorce. Research in this area has been done
to further explore the stigma surrounding divorce, specifically among women in their 20’s to
30’s. The divorce rate for women in the United States is 36.6% for ages 20 to 24, 16.4% for ages
25 to 29, and 13.6% for ages 30 to 39 (Konstam et al., 2016).
Within their body of research, Konestram et al. (2016) discovered that divorce rates have
increased over time, but they have risen significantly for individuals ages 20 to 29. The first
empirical study on attitudes towards reconciliation during the divorce process was conducted by
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Doherty, Peterson, and Willoughby, (2016), who surveyed a sample of 2,484 divorcing parents.
They found that about 25% of individual parents indicated a belief that their marriage could still
be saved, and about 30% indicated an interest in reconciliation services.
Community Factors to Consider
Across the United States, rates of marital and long-term relationship distress are high, and
chronic relationship problems are related to significant mental and physical health problems for
partners and their children (Wischkaemper et al., 2020). There is a strong link between our own
mental health concerns and the way we cope and perceive these concerns within an intimate
relationship. Keeping in mind we all come into our current relationships with our own stories,
feelings, and experiences related to mental health issues. Many well-equipped treatment
modalities and systems are in place to improve these areas of concern among families and
couples. Discernment counseling and Couples and Family Therapy are certainly two prime and
powerful examples of this.
However, rates of seeking professional help for marital and long-term relationship issues
are low, and latencies between identifying a relationship problem and getting help for it are
significant (Wischkaemper et al., 2020). In some cases, a major impediment is a lack of
information about available services due to lower social supports and access to treatment
resources (Wischkaemper et al., 2020). The following training program can help provide
information and create more availability of services to all community members regardless of
their socio-economic status. There are additional demographic factors that impact access to
couples’ treatment which include racial/ethnic identity, income status, gender, parenthood status,
marital status, and level of relationship distress (Wischkaemper et al., 2020).
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There is a stigma associated with divorce and relationship issues (Konstam et al., 2016).
Research on divorce and the impact this stigma leaves on people has been inactive for the last
two decades. The role of the community comes into play by supporting the individual's sense of
self-worth after an event like divorce or when they are at higher risk for divorce.
Limitations of Marital Counseling
There are a few areas for future counselors to be mindful of when it comes to
discernment counseling. Doherty, Harris and Wilde (2016) several observations concerning the
use of couples' therapy interventions on mixed agenda couples. One of these observations is
focused on the past instead of decisions about the future. Additionally, counselors have struggled
with not moving at a pace that challenges the partner leaning out, being too afraid to challenge
the role of the leaning out partner (Doherty, Harris & Wilde, 2016). Counselors can also struggle
with not preparing and providing time for post-individual summaries to be shared between the
couple, and not bringing reflections made in individual sessions into couples’ sessions due to the
fear of breaking confidentiality (Doherty, Harris & Wilde, 2016).
Another aspect to be aware of is that no direct conclusions can be drawn about the
efficacy of discernment counseling for preventing unnecessary divorces, averting premature
divorce decisions, or fostering more constructive forces (Doherty, Harris & Wilde, 2016).
Discernment counseling offers an alternative approach for counselors to meet spouses where
they are at, divided or undecided about their next steps, while also trying to meet the needs of
both individuals (Seedall, Doherty & Harris, 2017). Nevertheless, discernment counseling is a
promising approach to changing the way people think and feel about couples counseling, as well
as the confidence they have that it will promote change in their life.
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Wischkaemper et al. (2020) discussed how engaging in dyadic therapies can be
particularly difficult, given that joint treatment requires both partners to have time in their work
schedule and find childcare if necessary. Ultimately, it is important to ensure that counselors
receive proper training to effectively implement supportive approaches to the therapeutic process
such as discernment. It is important to recognize that saving every marriage is not always
possible. Meanwhile, members of the community deserve to know that there is a form of
treatment that seeks to meet them exactly where they are. While working to bring them the
self-awareness that they desire, which will serve them on any future path. Equipping them with
healthy strategies and resources to use in new marriages and relationships to continue making
improvements is also a goal of discernment counseling. This is the very complex world of
married life, but discernment counseling seeks to address struggling couples whether relationship
problems are small (bickering over daily chores) or much bigger (considering whether to exit
your marriage).
Conclusion
A strong correlation can be made from this analysis of marital functioning and
psychological distress. Many theoretical articles, reviews of the literature, and empirical studies
have indicated that when marital distress is present, the risk of psychological distress, depression,
or anxiety is higher (Villeneuve et al., 2014). When it comes to individuals seeking support in
addressing mental health problems, understanding the true connection between marital
functioning and psychological distress is necessary. Psychological distress at any time in life is a
major health problem because it can come with significant effects on our well-being and overall
functioning (Villeneuve et al., 2014). Another study that supports these findings concluded that
marital disruption/divorce may create an emotional vulnerability to role stressors and divorced
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individuals seem to have more mental health issues (Cotten, 1999). For the reasons stated, it is
necessary to provide additional training and information on approaches to address these issues.
Overall, an alternative approach to addressing marital distress is needed. Individuals
deserve to be met where they are in their relationship struggles. Discernment counseling is a
unique, more effective way to help couples with high levels of distress and ambivalence make
well-informed and amicable decisions on the outcome of their marriage. Discernment counseling
can help individuals and couples by allowing them to feel confident and certain in what they
decide for themselves, their children, and their future. This type of counseling is often unheard of
and not widely talked about by both counselors and members of the community. Discernment is
the most viable solution to provide the type of counseling that can target couples’ unique goals
and needs if their relationship is on the brink. The goal of this training is to increase education
and awareness on this type of therapy that will help you get clear on what may and may not be
possible.
Introduction to Training
This training introduces Discernment Counseling and provides information on how this
type of marriage therapy is the one approach that can potentially turn the tides for couples on the
brink. The target population is community members interested in learning more about topics like
marital counseling, divorce, and seeking support for addressing ambivalence in their relationship.
This is a two hour training that will take place via zoom and is offered for members of the
Fargo-Moorhead and Grand Forks surrounding areas; educational sessions will be held once a
month for members of these communities. Marketing for this training will consist of referrals,
using social media platforms, and hanging posters within the community. The training was based
upon the current literature which indicates that levels of ambivalence have elevated among
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couples divorcing as well as a need for practices that will address this binding place that couples
can find themselves in. In the U.S., divorce rates are expected to continue to increase and as a
result, a more conscious and proactive approach is needed to help couples on the brink of
divorce. It is important for mixed agenda couples to know there is a space that is designed to
meet them exactly as they are and help them gain clarity about positive change.
This training is intended to be interactive and to create meaningful conversations around
the topic of ambivalence in relationships and decisions about divorce. The style of this training is
intended to be very conversational, during the powerpoint there will be opportunities for the
audience to reflect individually and in small group break out sessions. The training includes real
life experiences and scenarios relating to marital distress to increase audience engagement. The
training will be presented in a workshop format with all forms of feedback being sent via email.
Email addresses of all participants will be collected when they sign up for the training. There
will also be a series of short 10-15 minute breaks throughout the training. This training should be
led by an individual with a master’s degree or higher in education in psychology or counseling,
experience in clinical mental health or marriage and family counseling is preferred. Evaluation
forms will be used both before and after the training and they will be sent to participants via
email. The intended purpose of the pre-workshop evaluation is to assess background knowledge
regarding discernment counseling, service providers within the area, and concerns or issues
about this type of counseling. The post evaluation form is intended to provide constructive
feedback on the content, overall expectations and experience during the training.

Training Slide Presentation Outline
Slide 1- Title Slide- Discernment Counseling: Realities of Modern Couples in Distress
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Slide 2- Marriage Counseling Lingo
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Slide 3- Why Divorce?

Slide 4- Top Reasons for Modern Divorce
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Slide 5- Divorce Ambivalence Prevalence

Slide 6- A Solution
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Slide 7- Introduction to Discernment Counseling

Slide 8- Is Discernment Counseling for me?
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Slide 9- Differentiation of Traditional Marriage Counseling vs. Discernment Counseling

Slide 10- Traditional Marriage Counseling
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***This is where I would work in a break.***
Slide 11- Closer Look at Discernment Counseling
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Slide 12- Treatment Process

Slide 13- Client Outcomes
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Slide 14- F-M Community Resources

Slide 15- Grand Forks Community Resources
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Slide 16- Questions

Slide 17- Evaluation
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Slide 18- Conclusion

Slide 19- Resources
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Appendix A
Pre-workshop Survey: Marriage Counseling
Sent as a Google Form via email
Name: __________________________________
Email address: (delivery of workshop link) _______________________________________
How do you hear about the event?
❏
❏
❏
❏

Friends
Place of Employment
Flyer
Facebook Advertisement

What is the date of the workshop you are attending? _______________________________
Have you ever attended couples therapy? Y / N
What are three things you know/have heard about marriage counseling?

Do you know of any marriage counseling providers or agencies near you? Y / N
(If yes please list names) _____________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
What are three concerns/issues you have with marriage counseling?
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What questions do you have and/or what do you hope to have answered/addressed in this
workshop?

Anything else?
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Appendix B
Discernment Counseling Workshop Evaluation Form
Date: ____________

Name of Presenter: ________________________________

How did you hear about this presentation? _________________________________
Overall, how would you rate this workshop?
Please rate your responses according the the following scale:
1- not at all useful, 2- slightly useful, 3- undecided , 4- very useful, 5- extremely useful
1- not
at all
useful

2slightly
useful

3undecide
d

1. How would you rate the usefulness of content?
2. How would you rate the speaker's knowledge on
the subject?
3. How did the session compare to your
expectations?
4. How would you rate the speaker’s presentation
skills (style of teaching and communication) ?
5. Rate your overall experience with this
workshop?

6. How would you rate the pace of the presentation? (Too fast | Too slow | Just right )
7. What percentage of this information was new to you? (100% , 75%, 50% , 25%, 0%)
8. What did you like best or find most useful about this presentation?

4- very
useful

5extremely
useful
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9. What did you like least and find least helpful about this presentation?

10. How likely are you to recommend this to a family member/friend? (with 10 being most likely to
recommend)

Other comments:

